Cuthbert E. Dukes Before proceeding further I should perhaps point out that our James Sims (174I-I820) is not to be confused with James Marion Sims (1813-83) the surgeon-practitioner of Alabama, the inventor of the Sim's Speculum, who is commemorated by the fine statue in the park opposite to the New York Academy of Medicine. Our James Sims is remembered only for his long tenure of the office of President of the Medical Society of London and the peculiar circumstances attending the sale of his library.
Life and Character
James Sims was born in Ireland, in the county of Down, in I 741. Cuthbert E. Dukes The main theme ofthis discourse is to emphasize the superiority ofknowledge based on practical experience over that derived from hypothesis or theory only. The Oration ends with a long rhetorical passage, in flowery language, comparing the relative merits of the theoretical and the practical doctor concluding with this sentence:
The choice is then in us, and may we, scorning the artfil blandishments of theory, attach ourselves only to expenence, sensible that in so doing we shall best fulfil our duties, as useful physicians and good men.
A second book by Sims entitled The Principles and Practice of Midwifery appeared eight years later in I78I. The basis of this was a series of lectures prepared by Dr. Edward Foster, a teacher of midwifery in Dublin, who had died before the book was finished. Sims completed and edited this work as a tribute to the memory of his friend, although he says in the preface that he does not claim to be an expert in the subject. In fact he confessed that twenty years had elapsed since midwifery formed part of his medical education and during this time he had 'carefully avoided the practise of it'! Between the years 1786 and i 813 Sims frequendy read papers to the Medical Society of London, most of which were subsequently published in its Memoirs. His contributions extend over a wide variety of subjects including observations on deafhess due to affections of the Eustachian tube, two descriptions of epidemics of scarlatina anginosa, articles on the treatment ofjaundice, on his method of performing paracentesis, on cow-pox, on the internal use of silver in the treatment of epilepsy, and a paper giving a clinical description of different forms ofinsanity. These show that Sims was an experienced practitioner, with an Irish wit and a fund of good stories.
A fair sample is his account of the severe epidemic of scarlatina anginosa which appeared in London in 1786, in which he says that he always began treatment by giving the patient the most solemn assurances of safety [and, he continues] Here let me mention that the chitchat at the patient's bedside is often neglected and condemned by young practitioners who think it beneath a man of science: yet, I will venture to affim, that it is often of as much importance as all the medicines that can be administered, and that there is no old steady practitioner who has not saved many patients by it.
Another example might be taken from a paper on the cure of jaundice in which he refers to a mode of treatment in vogue in Ireland, recommended by the Rev. Philip Skelton, whom Sims describes as 'that best of men, the adviser of my early youth and fiiend of my maturer age'. The Rev. Skelton had eulogized a certain well or pool in the county of Monaghan which he maintained possessed miraculous powers for the treatment ofjaundice. The patient was recommended to sit in the pool whilst water was poured over his head and body, after which he was put to bed in a neighbouring house until a profuse sweat broke out. Sims says that another part of the ritual which 'might not also 378
Dr. James Sims (I74I-I82o): a New Appraisal be without its use consisted of the superstitious rite of hanging up a rag torn from the patient's clothes upon a neighbouring alder tree'! Sims goes on to describe two cases ofjaundice which he had recently met with in his practice in London for which he decided to try the 'bog water' treatment. The first patient was treated successfully by the genuine well water sent over in bottles from Ireland. In the second case the treatment was also successful though in this the 'bog water' was not sent from Ireland but was derived from what Sims describes as 'an unspecified source'! The Sale of his Libraty
To understand the strange transaction whereby Sims sold his library to the Medical Society it should first be mentioned that when this Society was founded in 1773 one of its declared objects was the provision of a good medical library. No complete list of the books and manuscripts in the Sims collection has been preserved. The first catalogue ofthe Library of the Medical Society I have been able to find is the one printed in I828 but this includes many other books, some acquired before and others after the Sims collection. In I838 Dr. Severn, whilst browsing amongst the older books, found one entitled 'Diary of the Rev. John Ward of Stratford' covering the years I647-73 and noticed in it 'some curious matter relating to Shakespear!' It was the opinion of Dr. Severn that this particular book had formed part of the collection of books purchased from Sims and Sir D'Arcy Power, who made a close study of this diary many years later, was of the same opinon. (Trans. Med. Soc. Lond. I917. XL 4). Since the Diary ofJohn Ward was more of Shakespearian than of medical interest, the Council in 1928 decided to sell this book and it was sold by auction to an American bidder for ten thousand pounds! Part of the money obtained from the sale of the John Ward Diary was used for rebinding old books in the library and the preparation of a new card index catalogue. In the course of this work several more treasures were discovered including a I639 edition of Harvey's de Motu Cordis, a copy of Gardiner's Triall of Tobacco (i6io), King James's Counterblast to Tobacco (2nd ed. i6o8) and a rare copy of Vesalius's Anatomy (I539). How many of these belonged to the original Sims collection is not known.
In I932 a descriptive Catalogue of the Manuscripts in the Library was compiled by Dr. Warren R. Dawson, who reported that most of the manuscripts had been in the Society's possession since its earliest years, and the actual source of the majority could not be ascertained.
His Long Tenure ofPresidency of the Medical Society
Sims was elected President of the Medical Society in the year 1786 and continued in this office for twenty-two years. He was re-elected annually, sometimes in rather a perfunctory fashion, until i8o8 when he submitted his resignation in writing and declined to stand again. Before the presidency of Sims it had been the custom to elect a new President each year and after Sims this rule has been strictly observed. Why was it then that James Sims was allowed to occupy the presidential chair for so many years?
To answer this question we must recall again that when Sims was elected President in I 786 the Society was in very low water. It was torn by feuds and dissensions. The membership was declining and there was even talk ofdissolution. The meetings, such as they were, took place in a room in Crane Court, Fleet Street, where the accommodation was unsuitable and the tenancy uncertain. More than one of Sims's predecessors in the presidential chair had been dismal failures. The Society was heavily in debt. Twenty-two years later in his letter of resignation (dated i i November I 8o8) Sims wrote when referring to his first election that he had been elected 'out of turn' by which I assume that he meant that there were other more senior candidates but he was deliberately chosen because it was a time of crisis when ordinary rules of procedure could be suspended. A 'strong man' was needed and Sims seemed to be the man.
Cuthbert E. Dukes There is no doubt that at first he was a good choice. Order and confidence were restored. The-attendance at meetings improved. New membersjoined and at the end of his first year. of office Sims was enthusiastically re-elected and the rules of the Society altered to make this 'possible.
Lettsom himself must have been persuaded that things were on the mend because it was in the second year of Sims's presidency that he presented the Society with the freehold of a spacious house with ample accommodation both for meetings and for a library. This initiated a new phase in the development of the Society, a new chapter in its history.
There 
